Human plasma free activin and inhibin levels during the menstrual cycle.
The role of inhibin in gonadal function and reproduction has been confirmed by the measurement of plasma inhibin levels, but there has been no clinical data available on activin because of the lack of a good assay method. We measured plasma free activin levels during the normal menstrual cycle using a newly developed competitive protein binding assay with follistatin as the binding protein. Plasma inhibin levels were measured simultaneously using an alpha-subunit N-terminal fragment RIA with recombinant inhibin as the reference standard. Four normal women, aged 23-29 years, were investigated by obtaining plasma at 3-day intervals. Plasma inhibin levels showed some variation during the follicular phase, but a parallel rise in inhibin and progesterone was observed during the luteal phase. These findings confirmed those of previous studies. In contrast, plasma free activin levels did not show any substantial changes during the menstrual cycle. This study suggests that activin has no endocrine role in modulating the pituitary-gonadal axis during the normal menstrual cycle, while changes of inhibin reflect cyclic gonadal function and indicate an endocrine role for this protein in modulating gonadal activity.